Tubotympanic system functioning.
The Eustachian (auditory) tube and tympanomastoid cavities form an anatomic and functional whole that cannot easily be divided, and is therefore known as the "tubotympanic system". The system has been the focus of several studies, with complex and sometimes contradictory results, making an overview of its functioning difficult to obtain. The objective of the present article is to review the current state of knowledge, as an indispensable preliminary to understanding tubotympanic system dysfunction, and notably the development of chronic otitis. The system as a whole is covered by mucosa, which provides continuity, although with certain particularities from one area to another, and plays a primordial role. Thus, under physiological conditions, gas diffusion across the tympanomastoid mucosa largely ensures the equilibrium of pressure between the middle ear and outside environment, the tube orifice being very little involved. Under large rapid change in atmospheric pressure, the aeration function of the Eustachian tube comes into play, governed by a reflex mechanism. The system also has other functions that are essential to good middle-ear functioning: protection against nasopharyngeal secretions and pathogens and against certain physiological noises; middle-ear cavity clearance by mucociliary transport of pathogens, partly related to submucosal gland secretion; and immune defense.